Abstract. The ecology and behaviour of non-territorial owls are little known. During a population peak of snowshoe hares, Lepus americanus, the main prey of great horned owls, Bubo virginianus, in the boreal forest, fledglings were equipped with radiotransmitters, and 30 successful dispersers were monitored in 1988-1991. Of those, nine became resident floaters in the study area. Transient floaters were not recorded, although floaters shifted the centre of their home ranges more than territorial owls. Floater home ranges were about five times larger than defended territories, but the space use did not differ significantly. Floaters intruded regularly into territories and their locations overlapped broadly with those of territory owners and other floaters, but were concentrated on the periphery of defended territories. This is consistent with other evidence that territorial behaviour limits the breeding density of great horned owls even at extreme peaks of prey availability. None of the monitored floaters bred as secondary females, and the intrusion rates and movement patterns of floaters did not change during the fertile period of females, as predicted if male floaters were seeking extra-pair copulations.
Non-territorial 'floaters', which live a secretive life and form a 'shadow population', are well known for some bird species and assumed for many others (Brown 1964; Watson & Moss 1970; Smith 1978; Newton 1992) . Sometimes, such 'surplus' birds live in areas separate from breeding territories, and they may become directly observable when they form social groups (Charles 1972; Birkhead et al. 1986) or they may be detectable in open habitat (Watson 1985; Martin 1989; Jenny 1992; Hannon & Martin 1996; Haller, in press ). Most of our knowledge about floaters, however, is indirect and is derived from experimental removals of territory holders (review in Newton 1992). Non-territorial floaters in diurnal raptors can live (1) on nesting territories not occupied by a pair, (2) in the interstices between the territories of breeding pairs, (3) in other habitats at the same locality that are unsuitable for breeding, or (4), at least for short periods, unobtrusively within the home ranges of established pairs (reviews in Newton 1976 Newton , 1979 . For owl populations, there is evidence for the presence of non-territorial floaters (Austing & Holt 1966; Hirons 1985; Franklin 1992) , but detailed information on space use and behaviour of non-territorial owls is not available. Data on floaters are also relevant to demographic aspects of conservation biology, because a pool of non-territorial birds can affect the recovery of populations (Newton 1991) or can mask population declines when census data are based on breeding territories (Wilcove & Terborgh 1984; Rohner 1996) .
The question of why some birds in a population do not establish a territory and do not breed has been approached from several directions. One hypothesis suggests that the social behaviour of territory holders prevents floaters from breeding (review in Newton 1992). Another hypothesis suggests that a non-territorial stage in an individual's life is not the fate of 'doomed surplus' birds, but is an alternative strategy for young birds leading to higher fitness than the strategy of breeding early (Smith & Arcese 1989) . Life history theory predicts a trade-off between current investment and future survival, and delayed maturation may be particularly successful for long-lived species (review in Stearns 1992).
